Birth              Reading – Psalm 139  v 1-18

Today we are starting on a new series which Helen has chosen to reflect on various aspects or stages or events of life.  Appropriately enough, we are beginning with birth.
One of the first things which we think about in connection with a birth is celebration and thankfulness; a sense that life itself is a gift from God.  If we go back into Genesis 4 v1 to the story of the first birth, that of Cain, we find that Eve says “With the help of the Lord I have brought forth a man”.
The process may be painful  but, as John puts it (chapter 16 v21) “A woman giving birth to a child has pain ….. but when her baby is born she forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world”. 
That is why we bring our children for a service of dedication;  we promise to bring up those children in the knowledge and ways of the Lord so that they may, in due time, come to accept him for themselves; but first of all it is to celebrate with family and friends and to join together in giving thanks to God for the new life which has been brought into the world.
It is true that some children are not wanted and their births are a cause of distress and worry, but this is because we live in a fallen world – it is not how it was intended to be.  We recognise that when we say that every child should be wanted and welcomed and brought up within a loving and supportive family.
There’s one thing that is true of every birth.  It takes place within some kind of context or surroundings, something which starts to shape it from the moment it is born.  Each child is born into a particular family with its own ways of doing things; into a particular culture where it is greeted with that culture’s way of marking its arrival.  From the beginning it has its own birthright – the rights and privileges to which it is entitled simply because it was born at that particular time to those particular parents.
At the moment there seem to be a lot of programmes on TV which feature farming families, many of them looking for ways to keep going by diversifying  - whether by making cheese or icecream, setting up glamping sites or finding ways to use their barns and outbuildings.  Often they say with great pride “Our family has been here for 80 years” or “Our children are the fourth generation on this farm” and we know that, in spite of an acceptance that the children will be allowed to make their own choices, there is a hope that this generation too will be able to continue on the family farm, taking it forward in one way or another.  That farm is their birthright and the context of their lives.
Sometimes there is little room for manoeuvre.  We look at our royal family and see the next three generations of monarchs.  It would take a major tragedy or upheaval to change that.
The position in the family matters.  We have only to look at the Old Testament to see the privileges and responsibilities of the first-born son, however great or humble his family.  Sometimes God steps in and chooses a younger son to come to prominence – David had seven older brothers and Joseph had ten – but these are exceptions.
Occasionally God even announces before a birth what that child’s task will be.  Think of Manoah’s childless wife  who, in Judges 13, was confronted by an angel who told her she was finally going to have a child  and then promptly went on to give details of how she was to behave during pregnancy and even laid down rules for how the child was to be brought up.  He was to be a life-long Nazarite (unusual; it was normally only a temporary way of life) and to abstain from wine and anything to do with grapes, from cutting his hair and from contact with dead bodies. 
Perhaps we have some sympathy for this child Samson’s parents as they had no chance to bring him up as they might have chosen;  no opportunity to spend time wondering about what he might do when he grew up; his future was settled.  At first all went well, he grew and the Lord blessed him but as we continue to read his story we may find that he was not always too careful about his Nazarite vows.
But he couldn’t permanently get away from the context of his birth and our children too are, partially at least, shaped and formed by their context, their circumstances, the way they are brought up.  
Yet there is something else about birth that is even more fundamental than the circumstances of the event or everything that surrounds the baby from the start.  We read about it earlier in Psalm 139 where, after explaining how impossible it is to hide from God, the Psalmist goes on to say  “You created my inmost being;  You knot me together in my mother’s womb.  I praise You because I am fearfully and wonderfully made;  Your works are wonderful, I know that full well.  My frame was not hidden from You when I was made in the secret place.  When I was woven together in the depths of the earth, Your eyes saw my unformed body.  All the days ordained for me were written in Your book before one of them came to be”.  We can think of this as both the commencement of our being and its continuity – its uninterrupted connections.  We think of continuity largely in terms of the film industry, where parts of scenes may be shot at different times. It is someone’s job to take care of continuity – to make sure that parts of the set don’t move around between shots and that no-one, for instance, starts a scene in a blue dress and ends it in a red one.  God is the master of uninterrupted connections - He was there in our beginning, aware of us and caring for us before anyone else had the opportunity to do so.  His knowledge of us continues without cease, through both birth and death and everything inbetween.  Whatever else may change, His knowledge and concern remain a constant even though we sometimes find it difficult to recognise it 
Our physical birth is only one event in t.he process, though it could scarcely be more important.  Without birth there can be no life and this is as true in the spiritual as the physical realm.  Its hardly surprising that when Jesus and then the New Testament writers spoke about our relationship with God  they compared it to a new kind of birth, a new beginning, a cause for celebration.  Without this birth, this entering into a new kind of life, there is no prospect of a relationship that regards God as our Father and us as His children.  Also, apart from the personal element, without a continuation of these births there is no future for the church – new children need to be continually added to God’s family.
I expect that one of the things which will emerge from this period of Covid 19 will be a spate of novels about pandemics, exploring the problems, the highs and the lows, the human reactions to the disease.  And yet one of the most chilling stories I have read  about disasters striking humankind began not with a pandemic or a virus but with a gradual decline in human fertility (for no apparent reason) until finally the last handful of children were born.  Everything that then went wrong, every human weakness and wickedness that became apparent, (and they were many ) had their roots in the despair caused by this lack of ongoing generations.  That was only a skilled writer’s imagination but throughout history people would have recognised the truth of it.  There can be few people who realised more than God’s Chosen People did,  the importance of children and who saw a flourishing family as a sign of His blessing.  Today, His church is in need of spiritual children – without them it can only falter and fall into disarray.
Just as the Psalmist pictured God at work before he was even formed in the womb so we need to be aware that He is forming His spiritual sons and daughters who will be brought to birth by the Holy Spirit and by  His people playing their parts in reaching out to them and assisting in that birth.  For many the church will be the spiritual family,  culture and context into which they are born and welcomed –  and then, as every parent knows, the hard work begins and life changes for ever.
Spiritual birth is just the beginning – a cause for celebration – and yet also a call to the whole church to join together in nurturing and teaching the child; making it feel welcome within its family and, as time goes on, learning to play its part in that family’s life.  Generations come and go but God, the Father of that family, remains constant.  He is loving and protective of His children and yet also a wise and nurturing parent who brings them up to play a full part in their family and He expects their older brothers and sisters to help them in that growth.  Here at Laindon we feel part of a loving and supportive church  family and I pray that the Lord will use us to welcome new spiritual children into it and to have the joy of seeing them grow within it and take on their part in its life and work to the glory of the Father. 
